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A Word in Your Ear, if I May, by Way of Introduction
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Where it All Comes From

––––––––
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When I was eleven, my class teacher, who also taught us English, one day announced that each of us was to enter a project into a competition. What it was, by whom and for what prize, if any, I cannot recall. 

While my classmates started collecting bits and pieces for their projects, I decided to write a fictional history of fire; a history that spanned the whole length of human history from the first discovery of fire, right up to the invention of steam engines.

It was summer in the Karoo, and the days were typically blisteringly hot, so I did something which, in hindsight, makes me shake my head: after school I would take the small wooden table from my room, a chair from the kitchen, and park both in the backyard. Then I would wet my facecloth, drape it over my head, and sit down to write. I wrote my story in pencil in one of the notebooks we used in school, those with pink soft covers. Weird, not so? But that was the start of my love affair with writing.

As an avid reader, I was exposed to a whole plethora of genres, authors, and topics, both in Afrikaans (my mother tongue) and English (in which I was already as fluent as a native speaker). 

At school part of our English and Afrikaans syllabi required us to write what were known as essays or compositions. The topics we were given were limited only by our teachers’ imagination, and in those days teachers were indeed both very inventive and imaginative. These pieces of short writing were then marked or graded, as they call it in other countries, and the marks achieved were added up as part of our term and year cumulative marks. End of term examinations usually also included both an essay and a shorter piece (sometimes two) like a letter. So creative writing was an integral part of our education.

In later years, when I taught English and Afrikaans, both compulsory subjects in high schools, I started questioning the efficacy of teaching creative writing. For weak pupils it did little to improve their language usage skills, as evidenced by the same errors being repeated time after time, and for most it was a form of torture. The ones who benefitted and who loved it were the ones with rather higher levels of writing talent and linguistic ability.  But the very, very few who were already good writers excelled and thrived, just as I did.

From these rather basic beginnings grew my desire to write. For most of my adult life I kept notebooks filled with short pieces, mostly descriptive paragraphs of what I saw around me, what I liked to consider poetry, and actual essays on topics that struck me as worth thinking and writing about.

Why am I only now trying to bring my writings to the world? The answer is manifold: publishing in the 1970s to a few years ago was not easy: one had to impress publishing houses, and there were probably a thousand manuscripts presented to them for every one that was accepted for print; I did not have much belief in my abilities as a writer, so I did not even try, a very silly attitude indeed; and this was before computers became an everyday item in households, so all writing had to be done either on a typewriter or by hand. Anyone who used typewriters in that era will know that it was often a messy and laborious business involving ink ribbons and carbon paper sheets. And, I openly admit to it, I was too lazy to write anything longer than a few pages by hand and then have to sit and type it all out again. 

Nowadays self-publishing is easy and often very cheap (whether that is a blessing or a curse I shall leave for you to decide), and using a computer or laptop is an absolute doddle. Typing, editing, and printing is a straightforward process. What is more, programs like Microsoft Word are an absolute Godsend for lazy people like me!

––––––––
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The Short Story

––––––––
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At school and, later university, I studied and was taught much about the short story as a genre. Short story writers like Roald Dahl, Saki, Kathleen Mansfield, Franz Kafka, Pauline Smith, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Haruki Murakami, Guy de Maupassant, and many others in both Afrikaans and English, as well as Dutch later, were part of my diet of reading. Despite the difficulties of the genre, it appealed to me as a writer, and so I wrote many little bits and pieces in my notebooks over the years. Being able to read in both my home languages as well as German and Dutch, opened a truly wide expanse to me.

As I said, I am really quite a lazy fellow, so writing novels has always been a daunting task for me. I suppose between 1970 and the present I started about twenty “novels”, and the longest I could stick with one was 160-odd A4 pages, then I ran out of steam.

What I love about the short story is its punchiness, its brevity, yet completeness. Yes, it requires a great deal of discipline, because with the short story one does not have the freedom to spend pages and pages on presenting characters and their situations to the reader, so every word, almost, but definitely every sentence, has to count, has to be integral to the plot and the development of the characters. Whereas in a novel one can tell or explain, in a short story one has to show. If a novel is a marathon, the short story is a sprint; running a marathon you can take a breather here and there, but with a sprint it is flat-out all the way. And it is this aspect of short story writing which appeals to me, and tremendously so.

Where do I “find” my stories? Sometimes I may see or hear something in a film, or read it in a book, that triggers my imagination; often a title will pop into my consciousness out of nowhere, and rolling that title around in my head as one would a hard sweet in one’s mouth, I would eventually end up telling myself the story. Lying in bed at night and waiting for sleep is a fruitful time for stories to present themselves to me. There are times when an experience from my own past will suggest a story. Often, too, I find stories developing in my brain because I picked up a mental thread and started following it. 

Most of the time a story needs to “gestate” in my brain before I even start tapping away at the keyboard. This “gestation” normally lasts a few days, although some stories may take longer; on rare occasions it can be less than a full day before I have the whole ready to emerge into the world.

Revisions? Most writers revise their work many times; it can be difficult to decide where to stop, much like a painting is mostly “abandoned” rather than “completed” – there comes a time when one has to call a halt to the fiddling and shaping. As I said before, I am a lazy fellow, so revisions for me are few; I tend to stick with what I liked the first time.

I am particularly fond of telling a story that comes with a “twist in the tale”; there are times when a pretty straightforward story turns around and says to me, “No, that’s a boring ending you have in mind; why not try this instead?” And I applaud and write the better ending with gusto and enjoyment.

Other of my stories deal with what is commonly called “the human condition”, in other words the tragedies, the joys, the exultations, the happiness and the sorrow we as humans are exposed to. Some are light and airy and happy, others heavy and sad, or sombre. A few you will find exposes my proclivity for existentialism. And there is one that is pure science fiction. But in general I tend to avoid romance and crime, simply because stories of that ilk do not often come into the study I call my mind, and neither do I often send out invitations to them, but then occasionally one does arrive uninvited!

As regards the settings for these stories: they vary immensely, from a purely fictional place to somewhere I know well or have been in in my past. Sometimes it suits me not to have the locale easy to recognise, and at other times I pin the tale to a specific place.

My writing is obviously influenced by my experiences; sometimes the influence is subliminal, at other times anyone who knows me well will be able to pinpoint exactly what part of my life influenced the story involved. I have, however, managed to avoid the pure autobiographical.

So that is what I wanted to tell you before you start reading the stories in this book. I hope you found my little introductory natter useful, or at least amusing.

––––––––
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Night on a mountain
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Not even eight o’ clock, and already the heat like a living thing panted amongst the boulders and scrub of the slope. Not even eight o’ clock yet, and he was sweating profusely, his thin cotton shirt drenched, the khaki dark-stained under his armpits, down his back and all the way down his front. The khaki shorts were only slightly drier, but in the hiking boots his feet felt as if they were being boiled, the long socks, even slipped down to the tops of his boots, were still too hot. He was distinctly uncomfortable and uttered a silent prayer for the wind to come up, or even just a breeze, just enough to help the sweat evaporate and cool him down. Below, in the hollow where the village lay, he could see the trailing branches of the weeping willows by the dam moving slightly, and even in the village itself there was a faint stirring in the foliage of the gum trees and the jacarandas lining the untarred streets. But up here the heat was a living, sleeping thing.

He turned to look up the mountainside above him while hitching the rucksack higher on his back. There was no sign of his companions; they must have either descended into one of the dips on the slope, or rounded a spur. Well, they were always scrambling up mountains while he was sitting writing in coffee shops, drinking wine, and talking in pubs or spending long hours reading and sketching. That he was doing so well was a tribute not to his lifestyle, he mused wryly, but to his lean frame and innate good health... and to his love of walking the streets of the university town at all hours and in all weather. He turned and started off again up the steep path winding between limestone boulders and the clumps of low scrub.  

Two hours later he caught up with the others where they were lounging against boulders bordering a small mountain stream just below the mountaintop and sank down on a stone, slipping off his rucksack as he did so.

"Aaah, he’s made it!" Rich laughed. He was short and stocky, built like a Sherpa. A lecturer in ancient Greek, he was also a fitness fanatic who jogged and played daily games of squash. Marcus grinned at him and took a bottle of red wine from his rucksack and unscrewed the top, then took a long swig from the bottle. 

"Good God, Marcus, that bottle’s nearly half empty!" 

"Ha! Had to stop for refreshment along the way," Marcus retorted with a smile. They bantered for a while. Marcus soaked in the camaraderie, the blazing sun on his face, arms and legs, and the crisp clarity of the air. Hans, with his booming voice and his gangly good humour was telling some jokes about cave men his archaeology students had brought him. Rich was listening with half an ear while fiddling with the straps of his rucksack. Across from him, next to Hans, the tangle-haired Will was stretched out on the sparse turf, his head on his rucksack. It was hard to say whether he was awake or asleep. The only one who seemed to pay Hans undivided attention was Thea. Trim and lithe, she was fairly tall for a woman and had a mass of light brown hair cascading over her shoulders. Marcus watched her surreptitiously, finding that he was enjoying the way she tilted her head when she listened, her musical laugh and the sweet lines of her body in the cut-off jeans and t-shirt. He liked looking at her smallish nose with its slightly-turned up tip and at her full lips; liked hearing her speak. She was some young woman, he thought. Pity she had eyes only for Hans!

"Hey, dreamer! Come back to earth, will you!" Marcus blinked and blushed. Hans was laughing at him. "Where did you wander off to this time?" Hans was looking at him with a query in his blue eyes. "If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you’re in love, old boy... you got that lost puppy look of the man damned to drag his tail around after some bit of skirt... or punda, for that matter!" He cackled at his crudity. Hans could do that, utter a vulgar expression in a way nobody ever took seriously. His charisma was too strong.

"Oh, I was wondering whether the cave shelter behind you was ever occupied," Marcus offered in reply. Not quite an improvised answer, though, as the thought had come to him the moment Rich had mooted the weekend on the mountaintop. "You have to admit it’s perfect... secluded, has a splendid and wide view of all approaches and faces away from the prevailing wind..."

"Mmmm I doubt it, though," Hans said. Mention anything to do with his overruling passion and all banter, all else, really, was instantly banished from his mind. "For one thing, it’s too high, the mountainside too steep for most game, so hunters would have had a really terrible trek to the plain below and then back up here again, this time laden with prey. Then there’s the fact that this is leopard country...OK, there’s a seemingly constant supply of water in the large pool in front of the shelter, but that’s about all in its favour..."

"Oh, for God’s sake, Hans! Are there any other tracks your mind can run on?" Will spoke without moving, his eyes still half-closed. "I’m more concerned about what we are eating tonight," he added. The others laughed because, like Marcus, Will could eat a camel and show not the least trace of weight gain... and then go days without eating again.. "Are we likely to find an eland up here?" Will continued, "Hans can club it to death with his fist..." Hans grinned, secretly pleased at the compliment on his strength.

"Any eland that made it up here will be so damned tough and sinewy not even you would be able to chew it," Marcus chipped in. They all chuckled again and then a companionable silence set in. They were good friends and enjoyed the quiet camaraderie. Even Thea, the only woman in the group, seemed at moments like this to be accepted as one of the boys. Marcus often wondered at the ease with which she fitted into their male group without causing any tension, sexual or emotional. They all seemed to accept that she was interested in Hans only, and that Hans was not doing anything about it. He could easily be a monk, Marcus mused, given the ease with which he slipped through the wiles and nets of many a huntress. Either that or he was gay... no, he showed not the slightest sign of that; wasn’t too excessively masculine and posturing, nor did he ever, even when so drunk he was barely coherent, let slip any hints or give away anything that could even hint at homosexuality. No, the best explanation was that Hans had room in his mind for one passion only, and that was archaeology.

***
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Much later, after they’d made a fire and grilled some chops and sausages on the coals, eaten their fill and consumed an amazing amount of the wine they’d each lugged up the mountain, the desultory chatter between the figures huddled in their sleeping bags at the rear of the cave shelter where there was plenty of soft sand had petered out to a silence disturbed only by the crackle of the flames from the fresh logs they had piled on the coals, logs they had spent a goodly time collecting further down the mountainside where stunted trees had died. Only one sleeping bag lay empty...

Marcus was sitting on a boulder at the entrance to the cave shelter, his back to the fire and the sleeping figures beyond it. He was staring out over the hollow in front of him where in its border of rushes the shallow pool lay still as polished steel under the three-quarter waxing moon. His eyes were open, but he was staring into a different time, a time when the people who may have passed by here or even lived here were so different from modern Man as to be alien almost... But his thoughts were not Hans’s thoughts; he was melding with the wash of stars spilling over the ragged outline of rocks on the far edge of the little plateau. The inky blue of the sky, undiluted by any light other than that of the moon, emphasised the brightness of the stars, made them appear close enough to touch, if one were but to reach out. And such a multitude of stars! Here one could see even the dimmer ones normally lost in the radiated light of cities and towns. He watched, his breathing quiet, his heartbeat slowed, as the stars appeared to slip into the silhouetted rock ridge, winking out as they sank below the horizon. Higher up, Orion hung silent and watchful, faithful Sirius at his heel as always. Marcus thought of the ancient Egyptians who saw in the constellation their god Osiris, and in its bright companion star the god’s sister-bride Isis. Here and now, where he sat and watched, it seemed no fanciful notion at all, but almost self-evident; the god and goddess walked the earth, and now they strode across the sky every night where their followers could see them and rest assured that the lovers would never be parted again...

A faint sound behind him brought him back to earth. It was just a rustling, almost lost in the immense silence up here, but it was enough to draw his attention. He sat immobile... if it was an animal it would most likely be a leopard, in which case the best he could do was to be as still as the boulder under him. Seconds like minutes passed and then a small cough broke the silence... a very human cough, not at all the rasping, sharp challenge of a leopard. Marcus’s muscles eased perceptibly and he took a deep breath.

"Sorry, I hope I didn’t startle you," Thea whispered as she sat down next to him. "I had a weird dream and couldn’t get back to sleep, then saw you sitting here... hope you don’t mind?"

"Oh, not in the least, of course," he reassured her. "I was just sitting here, just thinking – nothing much," he hastened to add. He did not feel like putting words to his thoughts now.

She turned to look at him and there was just a hint of a challenge in her eyes, almost invisible in the faint wash of moonlight. 

"That’s not true," she said. "You never think ‘nothing much’ – I know you better than you think. You’re a quiet one, friendly eyes and easy smile and all, but there’s something deep and bright inside you; a fire in your soul... and you don’t fool me like you fool the others. I have been watching you; you’re very different, even when you are being one of the boys."

"Oh?" he replied, not really interested in hearing more. She was a fine young woman in all respects, but her interest lay elsewhere and he was not going to fool himself into thinking that she would ever have a similar interest in him. Of course he felt a sharp sense of loneliness every time he saw a couple go by hand in hand, or when he woke alone in his narrow bed on a rainy morning, the raindrops spattering against the window and drumming on the tin roof... but these moments passed and he could usually hasten their passing by reading or sketching or writing down his impressions of the moment in his journal, So, to shut off any need to say anything more now, he took his pipe from a jacket pocket and lit it. The aroma of the tobacco hung about them, just as the smoke did, ghostly in the moonlight. Marcus puffed away contentedly, still staring at the jagged skyline, but very much aware of her physical nearness, her faint, musky scent.

Time slowed, became unimportant. He was content, suffused by the serenity of the moment and the warmth of the woman next to him, but also steeped in a silence from which no words could flow. And she, in her turn, seemed equally at ease, happy just to be there, to share his silence. Much later she did give a small shiver and huddled closer to him, resting her hand lightly on top of his left thigh. The action brought a small inward smile, but he did not reciprocate or comment, just put an arm around her.

And as the night grew colder and darker, they sat closer together, still in silence, while overhead the stars and the moon made their inexorable way westward, Orion and Sirius too, and seemingly looking down on the two humans... and neither would put into words the shift in each towards the other, the budding of something new, just as neither realised that the other had slipped into a soft, companionable sleep. An owl passed overhead and paid no heed to the two human beings on the boulder below him. And as the night became early morning and the air grew colder, they instinctively cuddled closer...
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Homecoming
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It was getting dark. The rain had increased from a drizzle to a steady downpour, a downpour so hard up here on the mountain pass that the little Triumph Spitfire’s wipers could barely keep up. The rain hammered on the canvas top and against the windscreen, drowning out the sound of the engine as the car crested the mountain and started the twisty descent to the small town below where his home waited. Grant knew the pass well; he had been driving it at least once a month in the six years since his parents had moved to their little chalet on the shore of the large dam. A chalet that now stood empty. He wondered what he was supposed to do with it now. The boat his father had loved so much, spending hours and hours cleaning, touching up the paint and brightwork, was at the bottom of the man-made lake, some twenty metres or more below the surface. Nobody was going to want to salvage that, he thought.

The funeral this afternoon had been hard on him. The weather mirrored his mood: grey, cold, and drizzling. First he had shivered in the cold little chapel; shivered not only because of the cold, but in misery, too. Then at the graveside, standing under the oak tree and his umbrella, he had felt as if his very soul had curled up and turned its back on the world. He hardly heard the minister’s words, had acted mechanically when it came to placing the two roses onto the coffins and dropping some soil into the grave where the two plain wooden coffins lay side by side. Then there was the small gathering in the community hall of the retirement estate, people talking at him, touches on his shoulders and pats on his back, finger food and teas, platitudes and sad smiles from people who had known his parents, but whom he had for the most part never even met. 

He remembered the last time they had gone out in the boat. His father had discovered that the rocky little island a kilometre or so offshore was a great spot for angling, and it had a sandy beach, ideal for sunbathing, swimming from, or making a fire for cooking. The few somewhat stunted pine trees gave enough shade on the hot summer’s days when the surface of the dam was like a mirror reflecting the blazing sun.

“You’ll love it, Grant,” his father had said as they motored along. The bow wave gurgled and hissed, the motor puttered. It was a perfect day. His mother smiled at him from her seat across from him. The wide-brimmed hat hid most of her face, but that smile was like a god beam of sun. He smiled back.

Being the youngest of three children, Grant was now ipso facto their only child, as both his sisters were married and lived abroad. Rose, the eldest, came to visit every summer, but Angie had not been for far too many years. The fact that he lived on the other side of the mountain from them where he managed a small bistro, and was not even an hour’s drive away, suited both him and his parents.

“We love you, honey,” his mother was fond of saying, “but we are over having a child in the house.” And she would bathe him in the warmth of that smile of hers.

“That suits me, Mum,” he would reply, “I don’t want you to know what I get up to!” It always made her chuckle and his father mutter something about a harem, which always had all three of them in stitches. Yes, Grant liked female company and was at the time spending a fair amount of time with one young lady in particular, but he maintained that he would not marry before his 32nd  year. That was still two years away even now, as he guided the little sportscar around a sharp bend.

His father had celebrated his 63rd birthday just three weeks ago. The old boy was as sprightly as ever, although his battle with arthritis had etched lines into his face, lines which otherwise may not yet have appeared.  At 60, his mother, too, showed signs of her many years’ long struggle with diabetes. But her indomitable spirit always shone through. His father, a short, slim man, was as spirited as ever and hid the pain his condition caused him well. Only occasionally Grant caught him wincing as he rose from a chair.

The outing to the island was the day after the birthday party, about a month before his mother’s birthday. They reached the islet, beached the boat, and carried their supplies into the shade of the nearest tree. Old Mr Wilson still joked that they should spend a few nights there. Of course it was not possible; camping on the island was forbidden. As it was they were pushing the envelope; none of them knew whether even landing here was allowed.

He and his father took their fishing gear and set themselves up on a large slab of stone jutting into the water and settled down to some serious angling. They had bites aplenty, and soon each had hauled out a decent-sized carp. When they had five fish between the two of them, they returned to the little beach where Maureen Wilson had started the little gas primus and was boiling water for coffee to have with the sandwiches she had brought along. This was to be brunch, and later they would grill the largest carp over the coals. Grant declined the coffee, settling for a cold beer instead.

After lunch they lounged around for a while, reminiscing about days gone by and times gone by. His parents had married shortly after the war and often recalled how tough the time was, but how happy they were. They had many stories about the children growing up, too.

“Remember the day Rose got stung by a wasp because she insisted it was a bumble bee, and harmless?”

“Ah, yes,” his father replied, “even at seven she was as stubborn as a donkey!”

“And then there was the time Angie took my shaver and shaved half her head to the skin!” 

Grant chuckled along, even though he had heard all these reminiscences before.

“Don’t you laugh at your sisters, young fellow,” his father said. “One day I caught you just in time to prevent you from electrocuting yourself when you thought you could turn an ordinary kettle into an electric one by connecting it to the mains power!”

“Dad! I was only five!”

“No excuse, silly is silly at any age.”

And so they spent a relaxing day filled with love and laughter. That evening Grant left to cross the mountain to his own home. Little did any of them know it had been a day that was never to be repeated.

***
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Grant was in the kitchen, the lunch service was tailing off and the bistro emptying when he heard the house phone ring. Thabo, one of the waiters, came to tell him there was a call for him at the front desk. It was a police sergeant from the small town near the dam. This was ten days later.

“Mr Wilson? Mr Grant Wilson?”

“Yes?”

“Sergeant Mouton here. I’m terribly sorry, Mr Wilson, but I have bad news for you.”

Grant sank down on the stool behind the till. He felt himself go cold already. Bad news from this source could only mean one thing.

“What is it, Sergeant? Did something happen to one of my parents?”

“Both, sir, sorry to say. They were out on their little boat when one of the large boats running day outings lost control and hit them. Their boat sank immediately, and by the time to large boat had turned around your parents had both disappeared under the surface. We only recovered the bodies three hours ago when a passing boat spotted them washed up on that little island. I’m dreadfully sorry, sir.”

Grant had no words; he just sat there and stared out the front window at the street still wet from the morning’s shower. He was numb. And cold, cold all over. And felt physically ill. 

“Mr Wilson? You alright, Mr Wilson? Is there someone with you to comfort you?”

Grant nodded. “I’ll manage,” he ground out and then burst into tears and hung up the phone. He was barely aware of Sally, the one he had been seeing a lot of lately and who ran front of house, hugging him tightly, stroking his hair and whispering in his ear. She, of course had no idea what had caused his grief, but that did not matter to her.

Somehow he had made it to his cottage on the edge of town. Sally was with him, and after a while he calmed down for long enough to tell her what had happened. That made her cry, and so the two of them sat sobbing in each other’s arms on his sofa. 

He woke in the middle of the night. He was on the bed, fully clothed but shoeless, and Sally was still holding him close. He could feel her breath on his cheek, hear her gentle breathing. 

The next days were a muddle in his head. Somehow he did what he had to, eat, wash and sleep, the latter thanks to some sleeping pills Sally had brought him. He lived in a daze; felt numb to the core. She was there whenever he came back to reality. 

And then, the day before yesterday, she fell ill with a bout of the flu. When not taking care of the running of the bistro, he tried to be by her side as much as he could. She was devastated that she could not attend the funeral with him, but he reassured her that he understood, and that her health was more important to him at this time. She had, after all, not even met his parents, not that that meant he would not have wanted her by his side, had she been well.

***
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The Spitfire’s tyres growled as Grant took a bend a bit too fast. The rain was still heavy, the road, though, was not slippery any more, but still it was not good to speed. He grimaced. He wanted to be home, wanted to sit by Sally’s side and tell her about the day. Her face filled his mind’s eye. Then he saw his parents the way they were that happy day in the islet. Tears filled his eyes.

He was going too fast, he suddenly realised, but then the front wheels hit the gravel of the look-out place, skidded, and were in the air. Grant clenched his eyes shut.

***

[image: ]


When he opened his eyes, it was to see both his parents leaning over him. 

“Welcome home, honey,” his mother said and smiled that soul-warming smile of hers.
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The Stranger
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From where she was standing at the kitchen sink, washing the carrots, peeled potatoes, and green beans for dinner, Wendy could see her brother’s battered old grey Land-Rover crest the slight rise before it reached the farmyard itself and disappear around the corner of the house to the front.  Today she was surprised to catch a glimpse of a second person in the vehicle. She frowned. Did he bring along a beer buddy from the pub in town? 

Sean had left after breakfast to drive to town, where he was going to pick up spares for the old Lister generator from the railway station. She looked at the clock on the wall; it was just after 3:30, which means he had had a good hour and a half or so to kill in the bar. She hoped he was not drunk, that always made things go nasty. And with a beer buddy... who knows what could happen? Certainly nothing good.

She dried her hands and walked down the long corridor to the front door, getting there in time to see her brother with a man hanging off his shoulder. Being backlit by the afternoon light streaming in through the door, they were mere silhouettes. 

“Help me,” Sean said, “he can hardly stand.”

“Why, is he that drunk?” she asked without pausing to think first.

“Don’t be stupid, woman! He’s hurt!” he snarled back.

She helped Sean get the man into the kitchen, where they set him down on a chair at the table. Now Wendy could, for the first time, get a good look at the man. He looked about their age, had light brown hair now clotted with blood. There was blood down his right side, too, and his grey slacks and white shirt were covered in dust, torn, too, in places. His eyes were closed, his lips pulled back in a grimace of pain. He groaned as they settled him on the chair.

Wendy fetched the first aid kit from the bathroom. Sean in the meantime had run the kitchen tap for warm water.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“No idea,” he replied tersely. “Found him by the roadside on the dirt in front of our gate. He was just lying there. Thought him dead at first, but when I touched him with the toe of my boot he groaned. Hasn’t said a word so far.”

Together they took off his shirt. There were contusions and grazes down his right side. Wendy soaked a cloth in the warm water Sean had brought her and gently dabbed the bloody area above his right ear. She discovered a long gash and what looked like crushed skin. Sean leaned over for a closer look.

“Looks like he bashed his head.”

“And he had a nasty fall, too,” she added. 

There were marks on the outside of his left arm, too. She dabbed all the grazing with mercurochrome. He still only moaned, his eyes still shut. Sean removed the man’s trousers while she went to get a clean cloth from the linen cupboard in the hallway. When she returned, Sean pointed. There were scrape marks all down both his legs.

“What on earth happened to him?” Wendy wondered.

“It almost looks as if he fell out of a car... or was thrown,” Sean said.

***
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Later, after they had finished cleaning his wounds and Wendy had stitched up the gash in his scalp, using her long ago nursing training, and she had bandaged the man’s head, they laid him down in the bed in the spare room. Apart from groans, he uttered no sound.

Wendy wanted to call the police, but Sean stalled her. He was all for waiting till the man had regained consciousness and could speak before they made any decisions. All he could offer as motivation was that he had a feeling the man would want to decide himself. Wendy was not convinced, but she also knew better than to go against her older brother. Boy, did she know better!

Instead, she went back to preparing dinner. Soon the kitchen was filled with the aroma of fresh vegetables on the stove and the mouth-watering fragrance of the nearly done roast and baked potatoes from the oven. While she was busy with this, Sean unloaded the spares from his Land-Rover and carried them into the barn to the right of the front garden. Then he came inside, washed his hands in the bathroom and poured himself a stiff brandy in the dining room where he kept his spirits on top of the sideboard. Back in the kitchen he retrieved some ice from the freezer part of the fridge-freezer, sat down at the head of the table and gulped down a good mouthful of brandy.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Windmill

and Other Stories






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





